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the most recent work, W. J. Entwistle's European Balladry
(1939). This is a very learned survey of the ballads of every
country of Europe, and those who do not know a dozen lan-
guages must be grateful to it. It does not, however, add very
much to the interpretation of the British ballads. Some of
Entwistle's conjectures, particularly about dates, have been
dealt with by Sir E. K. Chambers in a short, extremely close-
packed and anti-Romantic article in the Oxford History of
English Literature (English Literature at the Close of the Middle
Ag^ 1945).
Throughout the discussions on origins there has been a
good deal of shadow-boxing. The American supporters of
communal improvisation admitted that it did not apply to
any of the actual English or Scottish ballads. Gummere said
that the formula defining the ballads which I have quoted
above, was "strictly valid only for vanished and primitive
days'1. Kittredge agreed that "the extant ballads of England
and Scotland . . . were not themselves composed in this way,
but were, in the first instance, the work of individual authors,
at least in the great majority of cases".11 The most he claimed
was that communal composition, "though it cannot be proved
for any of the Scottish and English ballads, is not improbable
for some of them. The actual facts with regard to any particular
piece in this collection are beyond our knowledge, and the
matter need not be insisted on. Even if none of our ballads
were composed in this way, still many of them conform to a
type which was established under the conditions of authorship
referred to. . . ,12 That is as much as to say that the theory
applies only to hypothetical and unknowable ballads which
may have existed in the irrecoverable past, applies as it were
to the Platonic Idea of a Ballad which lies behind all pheno-
menal ballads. Their opponents scarcely seem to have noticed
that the communalists had made admissions which reduced
their case to such a point of unreality. The controversy remained
rather up in the air, neither side making much attempt to
support their views with the detailed history of particular
ballads. It is now fairly certain that communal improvisation
can take place; something like it has been seen in primitive

